
LEFT: Barry Todd, his wife, Charmaine 
Schwenn, and her mom, Marie, have all had 
gastric bypass surgery. TOP: Charmaine 
and Barry in 2006. ABOVE: After seeing 
the transformation in Charmaine, Marie 
decided to go for the op last year.

Dr Constantinos Sofianos is a general  
surgeon based at Life Bedford Gardens  
Hospital in Germiston, Johannesburg. 

Having performed more than 200 obesity 
procedures he regards surgery as the only 
treatment that offers a permanent solution 
to chronic weight problems.

“More and more obesity procedures are 
done all over the world,” he says. 

The procedures commonly done are the 
gastric bypass, the gastric sleeve and the 
gastric band. The gold standard is the gas-
tric bypass, with the gastric sleeve gaining in 
popularity, he explains.

“The gastric bypass is a procedure which 
has two components. Firstly, a small pouch is 
isolated from the rest of the stomach. That 
determines the amount the patient can eat, 
which is quite small. The second component 
decreases the absorption of nutrients. That’s 

achieved by bringing a loop of small intestine 
and joining it to the small stomach pouch, 
which was fashioned beforehand.”

To be a candidate for this type of surgery 
the patient should have a body mass index 
(BMI) of more than 40, or of more than 35 
while suffering from two or more medical  
conditions. It’s important that the patient  
has previously tried to lose weight using  
non-medical means (diet and exercise). 

Dr Sofianos says patients then need to be 
assessed by a group that includes a special-
ist physician, endocrinologist, psychologist, 
dietician and exercise specialist. Yet he warns 
that although the op is done by keyhole  
surgery it’s still a major procedure that carries 
risks. “Obesity treatment doesn’t finish with  
surgery,” he adds. “It’s a lifelong process  
and diet and exercise are paramount. Psycho-
therapy and support are also essential.”

an expert opinion
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ETWEEN the three of them 
they’ve lost 182 kilograms – 
the equivalent of 18 large 
sacks of potatoes or the 
combined weight of three 
average-size women. For 
years Charmaine Schwenn, 
her husband, Barry Todd, 

and mother, Marie, tried every diet under 
the sun but the weight just kept piling on. 
Fed up and at their wits’ end, one by one 
they took the drastic decision to undergo 
gastric bypass surgery.

Friends and family told them they were 
crazy. But today, sitting confidently and 
comfortably in the lounge area of the eMak-
hosini Boutique Hotel in Morningside, Dur-
ban, they all agree it was the best move of 
their lives.

Before undergoing the operation Char-
maine (42), an attorney, weighed 137 kg and 
was very camera-shy, but now wearing a 
short dress that shows off her toned legs she 
doesn’t flinch as our photographer snaps 
away. 

“Since the surgery whenever there’s a 
photo opportunity I’m first in line,” she says 
with a giggle.

She was the first in the family to undergo 
the procedure, also known as a Roux-En-Y 
gastric bypass, in which a surgeon sections 
off a small part of the stomach roughly the 
size of an egg and connects it directly to the 
middle portion of the small intestine, by-
passing the rest of the stomach and the up-
per portion of the small intestine. 

This not only reduces the amount of food 
the patient can eat but also affects how nu-
trients are absorbed.

Not many people would be despairing 
enough to consider this kind of surgery but 
for Charmaine it was the answer she was 
looking for. She’d struggled with her weight 
since she was a child and as she grew older 
her problems just got worse.

“I started my first diet at the age of eight. 
I’d lose 10 kg, then gain 20, then lose 20 and 
gain 30. Slowly but surely I just got fatter 
and fatter,” she says.

In 2003 after watching an episode of The 
Oprah Winfrey Show that focused on a sing-
er who’d had a gastric bypass she felt in-
spired and started researching the proce-
dure. 

At the time the surgery cost R70 000 (it 
now costs about R130 000) and her medical 
aid wasn’t willing to pay but when her fa-
ther, Bob, who was also overweight, died of 
a heart attack a year later aged 68, he left 
her some money and she decided to use it 
to finance the procedure.

After undergoing a screening with Pro-
fessor Heine van der Walt at the Netcare 
Unitas Hospital in Centurion, Gauteng, she 
was deemed a good candidate for surgery. 

But before undergoing the op she first 
had to lose between 11 and 13 kg to elimi-

maintains by eating in moderation and go-
ing to gym three times a week.

After witnessing his wife’s amazing trans-
formation Barry (39) had the operation five 
years later. He’d started putting on weight 
while studying at Damelin and after meet-
ing Charmaine in 1994 it just got worse as 
they both loved eating out.

“We’d sometimes go out for breakfast and 
then already would have decided what we 
were having for lunch and dinner. Buffets 
were our favourite – we definitely got our 
money’s worth. We’d eat out about 10 times 
a week, if not more.”

Although Barry tried every diet imagina-
ble he just couldn’t stick to any of them and 
as his weight climbed to 147 kg he started 
having slipped discs and other back prob-
lems.

He underwent the bypass operation at 
Netcare St Augustine’s Hospital in Berea, 
Durban, in 2012 and within seven months 
had reached his goal weight of 96 kg.

“I had so little mobility before my surgery 
because of my back issues,” he says. “Now I 
go to the gym regularly and enjoy it.”

But what he enjoys most is the way peo-
ple react to him now.

“When we went to Thailand in 2011 the 
street vendors were shouting at me, ‘Big 
man, big man, I have your size –XXXL.’ It 
was an amazing feeling to return in 2012 
and not hear any ‘big man’.”

Thanks to gastric surgery, three members of 
one family have shed 182 kg – and are now 
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ABOVE: The family hope their story  
will inspire others. BELOW: Charmaine, 
who has lost 70 kg, with a pair of pants  
she wore when she weighed 137 kg. 
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nate the fatty tissue around the area they 
were planning to work on to make it more 
accessible. She did this through diet and ex-
ercise.

“On 26 September 2006 I went for my op. 
I remember waking up and thinking, ‘Did 
they do the operation?’ because I had abso-
lutely no pain and I wasn’t hungry at all,” she 

recalls.
Charmaine says her smaller stomach 

meant she had to learn how to eat again, 
starting with liquids, moving to purées and 
eventually to solid foods. Within three 
months she’d dropped 35 kg. 

Now almost eight years after the op she’s 
at her goal weight of 67 kg, which she easily 

L
IKE Charmaine, Marie’s battle of 
the bulge began early. “I started di-
eting at 16,” the 63-year-old says. 
“I’d lose about 50 kg, maintain it 
for a few years, then gain it back 
with more. I was a yo-yo dieter.”

When her daughter told her she planned 
on having a gastric bypass she was dead set 
against it and tried to talk her out of it.

“I was very stubborn. I was anti the op-
eration because I believed this was some-
thing we could do by ourselves.”

But as her own weight climbed to 125 kg 
and she started suffering various health 
woes, which included a heart attack, rheu-
matism, cholesterol and acid reflux, she de-
cided to also have the operation.

After fighting a long battle with her medi-
cal aid she finally got the green light to have 
the procedure late last year at St Augustine’s. 
The surgery was performed by Dr Gert du 
Toit, the surgeon who did Barry’s op. 

“My weight literally just dropped off,” Ma-
rie says with a big grin.“I now eat what I 
want but in moderation and the best part 
of all is I’m so healthy. I’m off my medication 
for my reflux, cholesterol and rheumatism. 
I’m only on blood pressure tablets and 
blood thinners after my heart attack.”

Marie, who now weighs 64 kg, is looking 
forward to going to Thailand later this 
month. “Had I not lost this weight I don’t 
think I ever would have gone,” she says.

From tucking into all-you-can-eat buffets, 
the three are now happy to share a single-
portion meal because that’s literally all they 
can stomach. They hope their story will in-
spire others who, after endless diets, are still 
chronically overweight. 

“The best feeling in the world is having 
people look at me and say, ‘Wow, your hus-
band must be so lucky to have you by his 
side’,” Charmaine says. “My only regret is that 
I didn’t do this sooner.” S
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